Introduction
'On our own, or in our most intimate groups, we devise more personal and idiosyncratic beliefs, rituals and protocols to ward off the potential storms or deserts of uncertainty" IN modern medicine the overriding concern of medical decisions is for correct diagnosis. Health becomes defined in anatomical or physiological terms, and problems of living are translated into physical descriptions, and more importantly submitted to physical interventions. Rarely do we find a diagnosis which includes the relationship between the patient and his or her god. Patience, grace, prayer, meditation,. forgiveness and fellowship are as important in many of our health initiatives as medication, hospitalization or surgery. In the face of suffering our spirituality may help us to find purpose, meaning and hope.2
Christian healing survived under Roman persecution by inspiring followers with acts of healing. As christianity became accepted and established, christian healing, which depended upon individuals being inspired by the spirit as opposed to being licensed by law, was seen as a threat to the hierarchy of the church. Furthermore, physicians began to organize themselves into guilds, and medicine began to form itself into a body of knowledge replicable in universities throughout Europe. Metaphysics became increasingly idiosyncratic and open to individual interpretation. Christianity surrendered its sole authority to speak of life, birth and death to a materialistic science which verified human life in the same way in which it verified the physical universe.3 The belief that the human body could be organized by subtle forces which represented the presence of a higher intelligence in the universe was abandoned. Older shamanistic techniques of healing have mainly died out in Europe except for remote rural areas in northern Europe.9 Shamans, present in most tribal cultures throughout the world, were an elite who used techniques of ecstasy (dream and trance) to cure people, to guard the soul of the community and to direct its religious life.'0 While trances were used to cure, they were also a means of transporting souls to other worlds and mediating between humans and gods. The recruitment of such healers was by inheritance or spiritual vocation, entailing an arduous apprenticeship, and an initiatory crisis which involved the novice shaman being cured of a sickness.
While the state of mind necessary for healing has been elusive to scientific research, there has been extensive research into the physical sequelae of spiritual healing, which has included investigations using controlled trials." The effect of spiritual healing on cells and lower organisms, including bacteria, fungus and yeasts; on human cells in vitro; on the motility of simple organisms and plants; on Although initial clinical research into the benefits of prayer was inconclusive,34-36 more recent studies from a broader medical perspective and with larger study populations have shown that intercessory prayer is beneficial. In one study in a coronary care unit, patients in the prayer group had an overall better outcome, requiring less antibiotics, less diuretics and had a lower incidence of intubation/ventilation than the control group.37 For renal patients, prayer and looking at the problem objectively were used most in coping with stress.38 It is interesting to see that for the patient, prayer and looking at the problem objectively are not exclusive but complementary activities in a patient's belief system. Both medicine and spiritial healisg can bring about the con-i ditions under which healing can occur. While we know of the social implications of healing such as an individual's integration into the community, and the maintainance of a pool of labour, and the psychological implications of healing such as happier, contented patients52 relieved of distress,53 it is far more difficult in modern society to articulate the spiritual implications of healing. While doctors may be initially sceptical of the claims of spiritual healers,' it is possible to include the spiritual healer in patient management, '3 54 given that registered spiritual healers in the UIK acknowledge the central position of the medical practitioner in patient care, and that there are existing models for teamwork in primary health care23 and the church.56 Spiritual healing appears to be of particular benefit when it is at the request of the patient and family, and for the elderly, the chronically ill and the dying. Recognizing a patient's beliefs, and facilitating health care practice Which takes into account those beliefs appears to be an important initiative in the management of suffering and loss.
